In variationist linguistics, the central object of study is traditionally the linguistic variable. The key methodological principle of sociolinguistics, the principle of accountability (Labov 1972), foregrounds the variable specifically as the structural entity of interest: any linguistic variant is situated in comparison to the other variants with which it competes for the job of "saying the same thing" (Chambers & Trudgill 1980). Some papers in the variationist paradigm (e.g., Campbell-Kibler 2011, Aaron 2010), however, find that looking at a variant beyond the context of the alternation it participates in is necessary in order to get a full picture of its sociolinguistic role and the factors affecting its variation. The purpose of this paper is to synthesize several strands of thinking about the relationship between variables and their variants in the context of one major focus of sociolinguistic research: the variant like.
